In responding to the charges of ambiguity levelled against her work, Morrison aligns her fictional craft with that of the musician: I don't want them [the novels] to be unsatisfying, and some people do find it wholly unsatisfying, but I think that's the habit, the literary habit, of having certain kinds of endings. Although we don't expect a poem to MELUS, Volume 19, Number 1 (Spring 1994) end that way, you know, or even music doesn't end that way, certain kinds of music. There's always something tasty in your mouth when you hear blues, there's always something left over with jazz, because it's on edge, and you're never satisfied, you're always a little hungry. (Bonetti) Morrison's equation of her art with both music and storytelling suggests that, as critics, we must come to her work with a new set of assumptions, based not on what Morrison calls the traditional "pyramid" form (with rising action, climax, denouement, etc.) but on forms arising from the oral tradition, in which song and story intertwine and are often inseparable.
Anthony J. Berret, in a far-ranging discussion of the earlier novels The Bluest Eye, Song of Solomon, and Tar Baby, asserts Morrison's dependence on "music as a model for her writing" (268), and suggests that jazz in particular is central to Morrison's work. Other critics and reviewers note the "lyrical" quality of Morrison's prose as well, and if we are to find a way to deal with those elements of Morrison's fiction viewed by some readers as critical problems (her ambiguity, her loose, even "fragmented" narrative structure, her endless repetition of themes, images, whole stories), it seems obvious that music is an appropriate, if not the most appropriate, critical tool. While Judith Thurman's "operatic" perspective is a useful one, jazz is an even more revealing lens through which to view Beloved, in combination with the precepts of the oral tradition of performance from which jazz derives (see Steams, among others).
One element of Morrison's narrative style that may prove problematic for readers of Beloved is the way in which, while maintaining an omniscient point of view, Morrison shifts the narrative perspective from the consciousness of one character to that of another. Close examination of these passages reveals not confusion, however, but the intricacy Morrison has spoken of wanting to achieve. The shifts are carefully orchestrated so that when the perspective changes, the new consciousness we are aware of is picking up a thread of the melody established by the formerly dominant consciousness. A process of interchange that is very musical in form, the theme-and-variation sort of movement so central to the art of jazz, takes place (the technique also exhibits the parataxis often noted by oral tradition scholars Sethe made a dress on the sly and Halle hung his hitching rope from a nail on the wall of her cabin. And there on top of a mattress on top of the dirt floor of the cabin they coupled for the third time, the first two having been in the tiny cornfield Mr. Garer kept because it was a crop animals could use as well as humans. Both Halle and Sethe were under the impression that they were hidden. Scrunched down among the stalks they couldn't see anything, including the corn tops waving over their heads and visible to everyone else.
Sethe smiled at her and Halle's stupidity. Even the crows knew and came to look. Uncrossing her ankles, she managed not to laugh aloud.
The jump, thought Paul D, from a calf to a girl wasn't all that mighty. Not the leap Halle believed it would be. And taking her in the corn rather than her quarters, a yard away from the cabins of the others who had lost out, was a gesture of tenderness. Halle wanted privacy for her and got public display. Who could miss a ripple in a cornfield on a quiet cloudless day? (25-27)
The complex pattern that is established in this chapter includes not only the unconscious mental interplay between the two characters, but also a physical exchange-the stretching and stirring and turning of both characters, trying to disguise their wakefulness from one another. Sethe and Paul D share that combination of self-absorption and awareness of others that is a trademark of jazz musicians. They take thematic and imagistic cues from one another, seemingly unaware of the content of each other's thoughts but increasingly aware of their direction. They repeat motifs-eyes, faces, corn-on different instruments. Paul D's style is rueful, sometimes raunchy, Sethe's gentler, but still self-amused. It is in passages like this one that it becomes obvious how Morrison's text invites-and generously repays-examination within a musical context. Another stumbling block for readers used to traditional novelistic form is the repetition of scenes and stories that recurs throughout the novel, repetition on a much larger scale than that of the shared motifs in the passage quoted earlier. The stories of Denver's birth and of Sethe's degradation at the hands of the schoolteacher and his nephews when they take her milk are among those repeated several times, from different perspectives and in varying length and detail, throughout Beloved. The jazz vantage point can be usefully applied here again (especially in terms of the theme-and-variation movement between voices, or instruments), but perhaps even more applicable is an awareness on the reader's part of the other non-written tradition Morrison consciously draws upon-the storytelling tradition that, like jazz, springs from native African culture.
Morrison's awareness of this tradition is effectively established in novels like Tar Baby and Song of Solomon, both of which are structured around ideas based on folktales from the black oral tradition. Tar Baby, of course, stems from the story of Brer Rabbit and the tar baby he encounters, a story we recall from Joel Chandler Harris's collection of "Uncle Remus" tales, but one whose existence in oral circulation significantly predates Harris's racist framing device (and which probably originates in an African trickster tale). Song of Solomon has its roots in traditional African tales of the Salt-Eaters, in which black people, gifted with the ability to fly--even after having been taken as slaves to America-lose that ability after adopting the practice of eating salt (Bonetti) .
Though obviously slave tales made up a significant percentage of the stories in oral circulation in black slave culture (and Sethe's story is taken from one of many documented accounts, a newspaper story of a woman who killed her children, then drowned herself, to avoid being taken back into slavery), what is significant in Beloved is not the symbolic reproduction of a particular oral account, but Morrison's awareness of the way tales circulate in an oral culture. Stories in oral cultures serve many of the same purposes as the repeated stories in Beloved: the transmission of historical data, the preservation of cultural values and ideas, the education and entertainment of children (and adults). The knowledge transmitted is not static, however, though essential details may be retained. It is enriched and modified with every telling, and by each different storyteller. Tales are told over and over again, as often as they are called for by the listeners, or as often as the (actual or ceremonial) need for their telling occurs. The story of Denver's birth serves different purposes for Sethe and Denver and Beloved, and is related by different tellers (Sethe and Denver) in ways designed to benefit both hearer and teller. Denver, for instance, derives great personal satisfaction not only from savoring the exciting details of her entry into the world, but from feeding (almost literally) those details to the Sethe-hungry Beloved as well, in a process thatfor a while, anyway-nourishes them both. The story of Sethe's trial at the hands of the schoolteacher's nephews is more often and more variously repeated, and is a harder one for readers to hear over and over again-readers like Stanley Crouch may simply accuse Morrison of "losing control" (42). For Sethe and for Morrison, however, the story is significant of that which must not be forgotten about slavery, and Morrison's coining of the word "rememory" only underlines both the function and the repeated nature of the story.
Repetition in Beloved also occurs on another level throughout the novel, a level also at work both in jazz and in storytelling (which really differ more significantly in media than in anything else). A sophisticated system of repeated motifs is at work in Beloved, some motifs functioning merely as ornaments-grace notes, if you willwhile others carry thematic content. A motif, in the study of folklore and the oral tradition, is the smallest recognizably repeatable element of a story, and Beloved contains many such elements. Shoes, colors, hearts, trees-all occur again and again in various forms and with fascinating frequency. Paul D's tobacco-tin heart maintains, as a motif, basically the same form throughout the novel (though the container/organ itself is shown at different degrees of "open-ness"), while the tree motif occurs in many different forms, all intricately linked to slavery or the lives of particular slaves: the "tree" of whipscars on Sethe's back, hanging trees, the tree at Sweet Home that Paul D calls Brother, and the trail of trees he follows (at the advice of the Indians) to reach the North. The repetition of the shoe motif is of course linked to Baby Suggs's training as a cobbler-and Baby Suggs, even dead, is a powerful force throughout the novel-but more importantly, it may also be meant to draw our attention to shoes as status symbols denied to most slaves. The skill of repairing shoes, taught to Baby Suggs as a slave, is then used by her as an ex-slave to gain a measure of status (part of which is supplied by her "holy" role) which eventually excites a jealousy that leads to tacit betrayal. As a result of this betrayal, Baby Suggs loses faith and dies, we are led to believe, from a lack of color and weariness of heart. The tiny shock of recognition we receive with each recurrent motif is akin to the pleasure we derive from identifying familiar phrases in a complex jazz performance.
The portions of Beloved that are most recognizably innovative in form (and most puzzling for critics) occur toward the end of the novel, as the second, third, fourth, and fifth chapters of Part Two. By the end of the last of these sections, the arrangement of the words on the pages looks a lot like poetry, and at least one critic (House) suggests that we should read this final section like poetry, line for line. Not surprisingly, the resemblance to poetry established, these portions are those that most resemble, structurally, a musical composition, and in particular a jazz ensemble piece. Paul Whiteman has written that jazz is "'not the thing said, but the manner of saying it" (Qtd. in Sargeant 27), and while in Beloved "the thing said" is essential to Morrison's project, "the manner of saying it" is certainly no less important. Morrison's indebtedness to oral/musical tradition is reflected in a variety of ways in her work, and her insistence upon the reader as "part of the creative process" is one more link to that tradition and its manifestation in jazz. While Morrison's authoritative position for this particular text is undisputed, the implication is there that the Beloved experience differs for every audience, and with each successive performance. Just as a jazz audience may influence the performance by its response, so are our readings of Beloved shaped by what we bring to it. When we come to the text entrenched in our "literary habit," Beloved may overwhelm us, appall us, even frighten us. When we come with an understanding of oral/ musical traditions, the novel's capacity for frenetic movement, for harmony and discord, purity and excess, engages us in a (re)memorable performance.
